This essay investigates an important stock scene of female peril and suffering from Victorian melodrama that I am calling the penitent woman tableau. I argue that this highly iconographic staged moment, where a sexually fallen daughter, fiancée, or wife sinks to her knees in remorse at the sight of the father, lover, or husband she has betrayed, derives its emotional energy and cultural force less from its representation of feminine terror and more from its equivocal portrayal of masculine authority. The penitent woman tableau spotlights a tense moment where violence against a woman could occur but doesn't; it is a performance of masculine power where the man's physical force is implicitly available but never literalized. Both visual artists and writers of the Victorian period were drawn to this scene, which I believe fascinated audiences because it spotlights the difficulty of representing masculine mastery in a society increasingly skeptical of physical force as a desirable means of domestic discipline. By examining the penitent woman tableau across several Victorian media and literary genres, including painting, poetry by Alfred not only attempt to enrich our understanding of the unstable nature of masculine authority within the middle-class mid-Victorian family but also to illuminate the ways in which melodramatic conventions were crucial to the exploration of this urgent social question. Melodrama, often thought of as both feminine and conservative, offers a surprisingly complex depiction of masculinity within the penitent woman tableau.
In using "I believe," a form of self mention, the writer centers herself as an assessor of the significance of the topic. In this case, "believe" operates as a hedge.
The writer uses the booster "surprisingly" to strengthen the potential significance of her reading of the penitent woman tableau and the aspects of melodrama overlooked by other literary scholars.
In literary criticism, research articles do not follow the IMRaD structure typical of the sciences and social sciences: Introduction, Methods, Results, and Discussion. Research articles that follow the IMRaD structure, title the sections according tot hat structure. However, in this article, the author forgoes section headings altogether. That may reflect a disciplinary practice.
The abstract highlights the significance of the research in this particular area of literary studies. The development of arguments in the abstract reflect the development of the same in the research article, such as the theories used and the texts on which the author conducts the close reading.
Throughout the nineteenth century and beyond, melodramatic heroines struggled through spectacular scenes of extreme physical jeopardy: lashed to railway tracks, abandoned in snowstorms, threatened by mobs, adrift on ice floes. 1 In this essay, however, I will investigate another, equally important stock melodramatic scene of female peril and suffering, one that paradoxically derives its emotional energy and cultural force by refraining from the explicit depiction of physical violence against women rather than by amplifying the representation of it.
Indeed, this scene spotlights a tense moment where violence against a woman could occur but doesn't, a simultaneous performance of both profound female terror and masculine self-restraint that resonated so powerfully with writers and visual artists of the Victorian period that they returned to it again and again. I call this scene the penitent woman tableau: that highly iconic melodramatic moment where a sexually fallen daughter, fiancée, or wife sinks to the ground in remorse at the sight of the father, lover, or husband she has betrayed ( fig. 1 
, S. C. Allen and
Company's late-nineteenth-century theatrical poster of the Little Theatre's production of East Lynne). As the man stands over her, the woman supplicates, conveying her contrition and fear by kneeling, groveling, or even outright cowering. Although other scholars have acknowledged the popularity of this scene, they have tended to examine only the portrayal of the fallen woman within it. But a close reading of the penitent woman tableau not only complicates our understanding of middle-class masculine authority during this period but also illuminates the ways in which the formal conventions of melodrama-especially the tableau-helped to articulate some of the most important cultural questions of the nineteenth century. I will begin by exploring the melodramatic conventions of the scene and will follow with an examination of several key instances of the penitent woman tableau in art and literature, including Augustus Egg's popular triptych Past and Present (1858), Alfred Tennyson's Idylls of the King (1859-99) , and several mid-to late-century novels. Ultimately, I suggest that the penitent woman tableau illuminates not only the reciprocal relationship between masculine self-control and feminine intimidation within the Victorian domestic ideal but also the difficulty of representing masculine mastery in a society increasingly skeptical of physical violence as a desirable means of domestic discipline. As Anna Clark observes, "wifebeating slowly became illegal" ("Domesticity" 27) over the course of the nineteenth century, "as the middle class, motivated by Evangelicalism and humanitarianism, demanded rational, efficient protection" (31). The penitent woman tableau can
The writer facilitates reader engagement by identifying and describing a literary trope already familiar within the field of Victorian literary studies.
The use of "however" provides a transition for readers from established knowledge in the discipline, the literature review, to the current contribution --"I will investigate."
The writer begins to sketch out the broader concepts and concerns of the research (melodrama, representations of female peril and suffering, amplification) and situates the study within an ongoing scholarly conversation amongst Victorianists.
The writer highlights her authority as a knowledge maker: she coins a term for the kind of scene she identifies (i.e., the penitent woman tableau).
The word "but" introduces the research gap or knowledge deficit this study fills. The writer develops this research gap further in the literature review on the next page.
In this section, the writer forecasts ("I will begin by") the structure of the study and the chain of argumentation. She points to the significance of her contribution in a field overlooked by previous research.
The writer forecasts for readers the next steps in the analysis and the structure of the paper (i.e., "begin by," "will follow with," "ultimately.") These phrases provide readers with a "map" to help them anticipate and manage information.
The writer refers to herself ("I") to identify, for readers, her contribution to the scholarly conversation.
In the disciplinary context of literary studies, writers often present their own arguments, findings, and claims with some degree of uncertainty; that is, they hedge the claim such that it seems plausible, not certain. The choice to hedge with words such as "suggest" is a part of the process of scholarly knowledge production. The writer offers the contribution to the disciplinary community for assessment and evaluation.
Earlier, the writer used a numbered "Note" to introduce and identify a scholarly source. However, it is more typical of writing in literary studies (in English) to name and cite others in in the sentence itself. The citation reflects the role of the researcher as a knowledge producer.
The writer provides a "Note" to secure the claim in the sentence. The citation in the "Note" establishes common ground (shared knowledge) amongst scholars in the field.
be read as a compelling response to this broad cultural change, one that attempts to navigate between older and newer forms of masculine power in the domestic sphere.
To begin to understand the cultural authority of the penitent woman tableau, it must first be recognized as a melodramatic moment, even when it occurs in other media and venues besides the stage. 2 As others have observed, melodrama is profoundly visual and does not merely subordinate dialogue so much as actively resist it, favoring what Elaine Hadley calls "nonlinguistic forms of representation-physical gestures, political actions, and visual clues" (4).
One step away from the diorama or the pantomime, melodramas unfold through a series of abrupt scenic shifts that propel the action forward, achieving what Michael Booth describes as "emotion in a framework of fast, short and rapidly changing scenes mounted with a maximum of sensation and scenic effect" (39). "Motion [on the melodramatic stage]," remarks Martin Meisel, "in effect was movement to and away from pictures (or, more radically, was the succession of pictures)" (67). Or, as Carolyn Williams has more recently suggested, "The temporal form of melodrama may be described as a rhythmic alternation between movement and stasis" (49). In other words, Victorian melodrama works to create pictures, and it periodically arrests the action to linger on static visual moments within the narrative. The heart of melodrama's visual language is the tableau, a lengthy pause where the actors temporarily freeze their physical positions, transforming the onstage action or conflict into a fixed and emotionally loaded pictorial scene usually accompanied by music. At this moment, remarks Peter Brooks, "symbolic action entirely replaces words" (61). Because it invariably elicited a frisson of excitement in the audience, the tableau bears a striking resemblance to the "sensation scene." Stopping the narrative dead in its tracks, the tableau plays a crucial role in melodramatic production, for it focuses both the play's technical energies and its central thematic conflicts. In a purely formal sense, the tableau embodies melodrama's quintessential attributes: highly fraught visual and auditory cues, hyperbolic emotion, exaggerated dynamics of revelation and confrontation. But its iconographic mode of representation also helps it to spotlight important cultural concerns. If, as Martha Vicinus claims, melodrama manifests "primal fears clothed in everyday dress" (128), then those primal fears emerge most fully and visibly at those moments when the action coalesces into a tableau.
The penitent woman tableau, where the remorseful woman signals her shame and regret by dropping to the ground to await masculine censure and discipline, captivated Victorian
The first three sentences of this paragraph detail the hypothesis/argument that structures her analysis of the "penitent woman tableau" in Victorian literature. fig. 1 ), the penitent woman tableau exploits feminine regret to reinforce the domestic ideal. But if the display of the corrosive effect and recuperation of transgressive feminine sexuality is admittedly a crucial aspect of the penitent woman tableau, then the urgency and intensity with which this scene was reproduced beyond the melodramatic stage suggests that perhaps there was more at stake than a comforting reiteration of feminine purity and traditional gender hierarchy. Indeed, the penitent woman tableau is often less concerned with the figure of the woman prostrate on the ground and more invested in the portrayal of the man's reaction to her remorse, an issue to which considerably less scholarly attention has been paid. In the East Lynne poster, for instance, it is Carlyle, not Isabel, who is the true focus of the tableau. Standing upright at the center of the composition with clenched fists and eyes turned heavenward, Carlyle vibrates with barely suppressed feeling. His closed fists signal both the potential for a physical outburst as well as his extreme self-control, and his earnest, prayerful gaze upward suggests that he requires special aid in order to restrain himself. The image implies that either he will continue to suppress his pent-up disappointment and anger or he will erupt into violence, capturing him in a moment of equivocation where he may or may not choose to discipline his wife.
Once again the writer points to the research gap or knowledge deficit in the field, which the current study addresses: her "reading" of the penitent woman tableau in art and literature.
Hence, the penitent woman tableau is more than just a spectacle of feminine remorse. It also reveals the ambiguous role that physical dominance plays in Victorian families and especially within middle-class marriage, revealing a fundamental tension at the heart of the domestic ideal. Although physical violence is anathema to bourgeois conceptions of domesticity, that ideal is nevertheless founded on the husband's power to coerce obedience through brute force-a power that J. S. Mill and many other reformers repeatedly observed was sanctioned by Victorian law. 4 Socially, however, the notion of attaining patriarchal mastery through physical violence was increasingly frowned upon, and the penitent woman tableau explores the complexities of attaining masculine authority in a middle-class culture progressively more uneasy
with-yet still attracted to-the idea of violence as a legitimate method of domestic control. I will now turn to several cases of the penitent woman tableau in both art and literature that use the iconography of this melodramatic scene to meditate on masculine power. All of these tableaux exploit melodrama's contrast between visual stasis and narrative movement to raise the threat of corporal punishment as a potential response to feminine disobedience, but all refrain from documenting that discipline explicitly, leaving it as a troubling but also tantalizing possibility. The introductory sections conclude and the writer moves into the body of the paper in which they will conduct close readings, apply theories and develop new interpretations.
In these two concluding sentences of the literature review, the writer details the research site ("several cases of the penitent women tableau in both art and literature"). The writer also establishes her main claims about these scenes that the article illustrates.
In this section, the writer begins to analyze the text. Typically, in the field of literary studies, researchers introduce aspects of the text to be analyzed and conduct a close reading of specific textual features.
painting stresses breakdown and ruin: the couple's daughters play with a toppled house of cards;
one half of an apple has fallen to the floor while the other has been stabbed with a knife; a painting of a shipwreck hangs on the wall. 6 Egg's details, in other words, work overtime to suggest that the moment represents the aftermath of some tumultuous event. The painting's role within a triptych further alerts the viewer that this tableau is embedded within an ongoing narrative, inviting speculation about what happened in the moments immediately after the husband opened the revealing letter. The husband has smashed a picture; the wife has fallen to the floor; the daughters have been startled from their play. The painting refuses to reveal howor in what order-these events transpired. In other words, there is a before and an after to this image-or, perhaps more accurately, a past and present. 7 The temporal awareness that the Later, the Athenaeum wonders if perhaps the painting is not about infidelity at all, speculating that "[t]he distracted husband might be a drunken gamester reading the news of his loss after a quarrel, in which he has beaten his wife to the floor" (566). Either way, the review suggests that he is capable of extreme violence. 9 The lurid characterization of Egg's husband as a clubwielding murderer, an exaggeration obvious from the wife's live presence in the last painting from the triptych, responds to the potential for physical discipline suggested but not explicitly represented by the tableau moment.
Indeed, the Athenaeum's reference to the club goes so far as to imply a connection between Egg's paintings and one of the most famous depictions of domestic violence in nineteenth-century fiction: Bill Sikes's brutal murder of Nancy in Charles Dickens's Oliver Twist has transgressed is a wife, then the tableau raises the possibility that her husband might exact his punishment through rape, a legal right up until mid-century and a distinct possibility even after it became a crime. A. James Hammerton notes that although "rape became a marital offence in 1857, warranting a divorce decree, it was never defined, the drafters of the act taking for granted that it could not occur in marriage" (202n). Clark further observes that although Victorians grew increasingly concerned about the possibility of rape on the city streets, the home was not considered a site of sexual danger. The Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885, remarks Clark, which raised the age of consent for girls from thirteen to sixteen, "included a watered-down clause which made sexual harassment of a chaste girl by a guardian or master an assault"
("Sexual Violence" 711), but the act did not address the possibility that a husband might choose to discipline his wife through sexual assault. The penitent woman tableau reminds us that the dishonored husband might decide to deploy a more traditional version of masculine authority, one where the husband's assertion of his sexual rights over his wife is an acceptable method of establishing clear boundaries for her own sexual behavior.
Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that although the swiftly decisive physical violence portrayed in Oliver Twist violated mid-century conceptions of polite domesticity, Victorian audiences notoriously clamored for Dickens to read Nancy's death over and over. 12 As the Athenaeum's eagerness to place a club in the hands of the betrayed husband in Egg's Past and Present suggests, there was something compelling, possibly even appealing, about Sikes's ability to take action in a mid-century Victorian world where middle-class masculine authority seemed increasingly ungrounded. As Frances Dolan observes, arguments against the physical discipline 9 of women were available for some time before the Victorian period: domestic reformers in early modern culture, for instance, also "argued that refraining from violence is more dignified, authoritative, and expedient [for men] than resorting to it" (84). But, as Martin Wiener has demonstrated, the nineteenth century was a "watershed" (xii) moment for the social and legal regulation of masculine violence. Wiener argues that "men's violence, particularly against women, became in this period a matter of greater import than ever before, evoking strong but complex and often conflicting sentiments and legal actions and that in the end, such violence was viewed with ever-greater disapproval and treated with ever-greater severity" (xii). Ultimately, as James Eli Adams and others have noted, middle-class masculine authority in the Victorian period was supposed to originate in a man's reserve of power, a form of mental self-discipline rather than the open display of physical strength. 13 While the Victorian bourgeoisie invoked such restraint in order to distinguish middle-and upper-class masculine behavior from the coarse physicality they assigned to lower-class men, representations of masculine reserve also tend to portray it as an equivocal form of power-hardly the unambiguous message produced by displays of physical force. Though widely repudiated, the idea of physical dominance over wives remained appealing as a form of masculine authority that-while crude-was unequivocal and absolute. The audience watching the suspended scene of the penitent woman tableau knows that in that moment, the betrayed husband will not surrender his self-control, but, in suggesting that he did or could, the tableau implies that physical violence underwrites middle-class masculine authority. The tableau refrains from the exhibition of physical force but fully articulates it as a possibility, an ever-present if muted prospect within melodramatic narrative.
The cultural resonance of the penitent woman tableau may be gauged by its importance to The tableau constructed in this scene, in which a fully armed husband stands imposingly over his groveling wife, suggests that Arthur might physically discipline Guinevere for her transgression-or at least makes this possibility strongly imaginable. Arthur's vigorous verbal denouncement, in which he compulsively foregrounds Guinevere's body, only furthers this impression. He fixates on Guinevere's "golden head" (532), the "hair, with which [he] used to play" (544), and her "imperial-moulded form, . . ." (545). He lingeringly catalogs her lips, hands, hair, and flesh, a word he at one point repeats no less than three times in one sentence (550-51).
He emphasizes the idea of physical contact, telling Guinevere, "I cannot touch thy lips" (548) Romantic poets, moreover, this final moment from the penitent woman tableau in "Guinevere" also comments on the creative power of the male poet. As Eric Griffiths remarks, "The word 'breath' and its cognates mattered to [Tennyson] because breath intimately brings together life and poetry in the fact that it is with the breath that keeps us living that we sing or speak" (42). By harnessing the power of the breath to melodrama, Tennyson importantly suggests that the lyric voice is a source of male authority. Tennyson's emphasis on the self-mastery of male violence, embodied in Arthur's exhaled blessing (not beating) of Guinevere, intimates that the poetic voice can achieve recognition and power through the supreme control of language.
If we read the apotheosis of Idylls as a highly visual, staged moment of melodrama, one that allows for the poem briefly to break out of its narrative of patriarchal loss and to defend But it is important to recognize that in narrative, the tableau moment is never stable. The staged scene inevitably dissolves and with it, the form of masculine power embodied within it.
Arthur's condemnation of Guinevere is not a frozen moment but part of a longer narrative, and, as such, he cannot maintain his posture of authority forever. It is the instability of masculine authority embodied within the penitent woman tableau that ultimately haunts the rest of Idylls I have argued thus far that the penitent woman tableau embodies a middle-class masculine ideal wherein men exert control without needing to resort to physical force. But I have also argued that because of its transitory nature, the tableau is also a moment that reveals the impermanence of this kind of masculine mastery. The short-term duration of the penitent woman
The writer reviews her arguments and, in so doing, directly involves readers in the chain of argumentation. Note the past tense ("I have argued").
tableau when it occurs within narrative winds up highlighting the precariousness of the man's power, since the scene captures masculine dominance for a moment but must dissolve as the narrative progresses. Thus, when it appears within the pages of the novel, the penitent woman tableau often suggests that the tableau moment is equally terrifying for men because it reveals that their power cannot last. In conclusion, then, I would like to consider the issue of male terror in the penitent woman tableau in three different novels: Vanity Fair (1847-48), Great
Expectations (1861-62), and Heart of Darkness (1899). Each novel presents a compelling variation on the penitent woman tableau, using the iconography of the woman on the ground at the man's feet to explore the erosion of masculine authority rather than to reaffirm the man's dominance. When examined chronologically, these novels suggest that as the nineteenth century progressed, the figure of the penitent woman grows progressively more alarming for the men at whose feet she grovels.
I begin with Vanity Fair. As other scholars have observed, it is a highly theatrical novel, and Becky Sharpe is its most accomplished actress. She plays to her audience almost constantly, strategically deploying the conventions of the stage in order to attain a starring role in her own
show. Unsurprisingly, the penitent woman tableau makes an early appearance in her repertoire.
When Sir Pitt Crawley proposes to Becky, a theatrical moment described as "the tableau with which the last act of our little drama concluded" (186), she responds by throwing herself at his feet. Informing Sir Pitt that she is already married, she says, '. . . I can't be your wife, sir; let me-let me be your daughter.'
Saying which, Rebecca went down on her knees in a most tragical way, and, taking Sir Pitt's horny black hand between her own two (which were very pretty and white, and as soft as satin), looked up in his face with an expression of exquisite pathos and confidence, when-when the door opened, and Miss Crawley sailed in. (187) Becky's quick and calculated pose reveals not only the cultural ubiquity of this iconographic (60) world as a boy, and discovers that it remains the same even while he grows and changes. If the meaning of Satis House is "enough," then this is the perfect name for a house suffused with melodrama, a mode of excess that periodically freezes at its most laden and charged moments.
Perhaps it is no surprise that this melodramatic setting culminates in a penitent woman tableau.
When Pip finally confronts Miss Havisham for cruelly manipulating his social expectations, she unexpectedly begs for his forgiveness, falling to her knees in the classic penitent woman posture:
She turned her face to me for the first time since she had averted it, and, to my amazement, I may even add to my terror, dropped on her knees at my feet; with her folded hands raised to me in the manner in which, when her poor heart was young and fresh and whole, they must often have been raised to heaven from her mother's side.
To see her with her white hair and her worn face kneeling at my feet, gave this tableau moment-but the moment, like all sensation scenes, will pass. The penitent woman tableau might promote a moment of masculine self-mastery and power, but, in Victorian narrative, this power is often revealed to be shaky and unfounded, struggling to sustain itself in a world where force might be legitimate but not always available to men aspiring to mid-century forms of bourgeois authority. The novel, with its greater emphasis on narrative progression, is less able than melodrama to sustain its vision of this authority before it crumbles-or before it is revealed never to have existed in the first place.
Perhaps the best instance of the penitent woman inspiring masculine terror occurs at the in an illustration or painting, the penitent woman tableau appears more stable and would seem to confirm masculine authority, whereas its presence within a narrative, by contrast, creates room for greater negotiation with and interpretation of traditional gender roles. I return, then, to my opening claim that melodrama importantly reflects the ways in which Victorian culture negotiated with and responded to changes to the traditional family structure and masculinity in particular, since its unusual blend of stasis and movement creates room for exploring these issues without promoting a definitive stance. Often considered one of the nineteenth century's most conservative modes of representation, the conventions of melodrama, which hover between the fixed nature of visual representation and the fluidity of narrative, help Victorian writers to meditate on gender in sometimes surprisingly complex ways, recognizing and even spotlighting the instability of masculine dominance rather than merely promoting a traditional patriarchal posture. Rather than stripping narrative of its moral ambiguity, melodrama, at least in the moment of the penitent woman tableau, amplifies that ambiguity, working to create a version of masculinity authority that seems cognizant of the temporary nature of its own force. Melodrama makes a powerful impression on other artists of the period not only because it holds the power to comfort its audiences by reaffirming traditional models of authority but also, conversely, because of its ability to equivocate between old and new forms of power. The penitent woman tableau
The writer hedges ("perhaps") the potential significance of her contribution as she makes concluding statements and offers analysis.
The writer uses the self mention "I" to foreground the overarching knowledge contribution for readers. At this point, readers recognize the concluding moves as the writer reviews key claims and puts forward arguments about larger cultural and social meanings.
The writer articulates how her interpretations of might influence future research. This future-directed move is typical of conclusions to research articles.
The boosters "importantly" and "powerful" strengthen the claims about the previously underappreciated importance of melodrama in negotiating changing gender norms and power structures of the Victorian era.
In this field, concluding sentences often point to the impact of the analysis on critical understandings of the text as well as the broader literary, social, and cultural contexts of which the text is a part. In this section, writers make a final attempt to convince readers of their findings and claims. In this discipline, Modern Language Association (MLA) citation style is standard. Members of the discipline know how to navigate the features of this particular citation style. 
